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At a Meeting of the 
Faculty of Vassar College 

held 
fourteenth, nineteen hundred 

t he f o 1 1 ow i n g 
Merner i a 1 

was unanimously adopted: 

eighty-one 

Agnes Rindge Clafl i b . 
1900, in Grand Rapids ~i~~f aorn with the century, on May 19, 
from Radel iffe Col leg~ in 19~1n~ndShe graduated magna cu~ laude 
structor in 1923 Sh came to Vassar as an 1n-
ing t.he M.A. in i927 !n~e~~;n~dh Oto ~adc1912i8ffe Rin_ 1~2?, receiv-
V f 1 • • in • eJ01n1ng the 
assar . acu ty, she became Professor in 1931. Agnes Claflin 

w~s Cha, r~an of the Department of Art from 1944 until her re
t!rement 1n 1965 and for 18 years, from 1943 to 1962, she was 
Director of the Vassar College Art Gallery. For the last 
four years_be!ore her.retirement, she held the Mary Conover 
Mellon Cha, r 1n Art History. 

A~art from her active involvement in the 1 ife and admini
stration of the College, she maintained numerous and varied 
connections with outside institutions. During World War II 
~he served as Executive Secretary and Consultant in the Art 
Division of the Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American 
Affairs (1941-42), and continued as Consultant in the program 
of Cultural Relations with Latin America. In 1941, she was 
appointed to the Advisory Committee of the Museum of Modern 
Art, and served as Assistant Executive Vice President-of the 
Museum in 1943-44. She was elected to the American Association 
of Museums in 1943. Beginning in 1939, sae became a member 
of the Commission on Arts of the American Association of Col
leges. A member of the College Art Association, she was its 
Chairman from 1945 until 1948, and on its Board of Directors 
from 1947 to 1951. From 1940 unti 1 1943, she was a member of 
the Editorial Board of Art in America and from 1944 to 1945 
President of the American Federation of Arts. She served 
on the Editorial Board of Magazine of Art, 1943-1951. In 
1962 she was awarded an honorary degree from Whea~on College, 
and in 1963 the Graduate Society Medal from R~dcl 1ffe. Au
thor of a variety of catalogue essays and a:t1cles, she also 
wroLe wo books: Sculpture and The Elder Pieter Bruegel. 
She d i d i n K i n gs ton , New Yo r k, on J u n e l 2, 1 9 77 • 

This account of Agnes Clafl in's car~er dur!ng her.~2:s 
. h V s sa r Co 1 l ege , mp res s I ve as , I ' 

o~ia ionfw~tr u~ique contribution to this in~t!tution. 
1 'ci!~if n w!s an extraordinary teacher, adm1n1strator 
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nd p rs n. Sh r present d th Coll g , th r d P r rn nt 
nd the profession with dist incl ion and styl Sty! w s 

hr element -- an elegance of dress, s~eech and mann r_that 
spo e of personal choice and inner ref1nemen!: ~alder Jewel
r. her tilted or feathery headgear, her ell1pt~cal_and me~
orable turns of phrase all made a deep ~nd_ laslrng 1mp~ess1on 
on those who had the good fortune to swim into her orbit. 
Knowing her, one gradually came to understa~d that grace and 
works figured about equally in the plan of 1ntel lectual sal-
vation. 

Just as Agnes offered herself as a 1 !ving examp1 7 o! 
brilliant personal style, she had an unerring eye_for 1t 1n 
works of art. She numbered many contemporary artists among 
her friends -- Alexander Calder, Eugene Berman and Pavel 
Tschel i tchew, for example. She al so bought the works of an 
even larger range of contemporary innovators, including wom
en, for her own collection and for that of the Vassar College 
Art Gallery. She gave generously of her own collection to 
the gallery and believed strongly in bringing artists and 
their works to the College in order that students might di
rectly confront the thoughts, ideas and issues that went 
into the 11making 11 of the art of their time. 

Both her sense of style and her extraordinary reach 
were communicated in Agnes's way of teaching; there was 
never anything so pedestrian as a 11method. 11 In fact, her 
great virtue as a teacher lay precisely in her refusal to 
impose any kind of system on the richness, density and in-
t r act i b i 1 i t y of the a rt i s t i c ma t e r i a 1 a t hand . I n t e 1 l i gen c e 
was perhaps her only method, if one can call it that, a 
shining lucidity that often worked by indirection, much to 
the confusion of the less quick-witted of her students, the 
delight of the brighter ones. Her comments, inscribed in 
dashi~ hierogryphics at a terrific tilt at the end of a 
quiz or term paper might be devastating: even worse might 
be an inscription only two paragraphs down from the top: 
11Could go no further: complete nonsense: Incomprehensible!'' 
--or something of the sort. Nevertheless, one always had 
~ seco~d chance. _Agnes ~as unswerving in her support of 
1 ntell 1gence, of 1ncreas1ng mastery of fact and of the abil
ity to articulate ideas and feelings on the part of her 
students. Al thought tolerant of a wide range of approaches, 
including some definitely not her own, she would never tol
erate du! lness, l~ziness or intellectual poncif. Gradually, 
a!most without being aware of it, with risk and effort gladly 
g1v7n, the good student would develop a style of her own. 
1! 1~ no.wonder that so many of Agnes•s students went on to 
d1st1ngu~s~e~ careers in !he art world: teaching, museum 
~ork, ~r1t1c1~m, art publ 1shing, collecting -- the roster 
1s an 1mpress1ve one. 
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During the course of h h . . 
dcp rtm nt of excellence a~~~ ~,~ma~~h,p~ Agnes created a 
Among her early <:1cquisitions ~~r:'~:n~o~a reputa~ion. 
the noted, rchi tcctural historian· Alfy ~u~sel l Hitchcock, 
the Museum or Modern Arl; John McAndre;~ ar~~~te~~~~~rr hf:_ 
torian ond director of Save Venice· Richard Krauth· 
Adolf Kat 4 en~I lcnbogen and Wolfgang Lotz, German s~h~f~~s 
of enormous energy, humaneness and accomplishment who later 
went. or, to other positions ~ut always remembered their years 
at Vossar ~nder Agnes's chairmanship with great vividness 
and affect 10n. 

Central lo Agnes's inimitable discernment was her un
erring abi Ii ty to sort out the shoddy from the valuable in 
contemporary art and contemporary criticism. She could do 
so because of he~ firm grasp of traditional painting and 
sculpture. Knowing and responding to artists such as Brue
gel. ~olrssin or Goya, she could turn with equanimity to the 
relatively unexplored aesthetic territory represented by 
Picasso. Mondrian or Jackson Pol lock. Never did she impose 
her taste on anyone, student, friend or colleague; it was 
through the obvious depth and passion of her own commitment 
to the innovations of our century, her openness yet critical 
alertness to value or the lack of it that one was inspired 
to form one's own judgments of the new, the relatively un
fami I iar, or even the shocking in modern art. Although 
Agnes always saw both the art of the past and the present 
as part of an ongoing tradition of excellence, she never
theless understood that the core of the new art was pre
cisely what was innovative and risky._ Essential to her 
distinctive style of mind was a beautiful acceptance of 
risk: risk on the part of the innovative maker of art as 
well as that of the student confronting new forms of aes
thetic expression. Agnes never believed any art, old o~ 
new, was easy. but she knew that the great work, the maJor 
artist. was always worth the effort. 

In her later years, Agnes faced ~ffl ictio~ with e~tra
ordinary gallantry. ~aintaini~g ~e~ 1nf~~: st ~~ra;!~y,~f 
people. in ideas untl I t~e,en O r~ N~w Paltz was a 
us, a visit to the Clafl ,n s house onversation and needle
memorable event: there ~er~hpe~~irft works by Rouault, 
point available to SO?t e ee uile the eye, and a sym
Tchcl ltchew and_L~chaise to b 9 over a troublesome manu
pathctic yet cr1 t,cal_ eye ~o ~~ew her who came under her 
script. For chose 01 us w 0 abouL her' Agnes Claflin 
Influence, who cared de~ply t day I iv~s and work. The 
remains a part: of our presc~terial mementoes of her on
Vassar Art Gallery of~er~i~e the personally inspired, 
going presence Jn wor·s . b Alexander Calder or 
WIL y nd logical Agnes's Ring r~rile photograph en chapeau 
G org Pl tt lynes' memorable P 
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p i 1 1 . mod r n s t y l e . He r s t u d n t s n d co l 1 g u s a r 
l i i n g t s t i mo n i a 1 to h r cont i nu i n g i n f 1 u n c . I n e v c· r y 
nse Agnes Claflin was, and continues to be, a vi ·al 

pr senc among us. 

Respectfully submitted, 

Linda Nochl in Pommer 

Pamela Askew 

Leila Cook Barber 

Earl Groves 

Susan Donahue Kuretsky 
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